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Introduction
Despite the negative impact of dissatisfaction and high cost of acquiring new customers (Hart et al. 1990 ), many companies still assign relatively low priority to dealing with customer complaints, to the extent that customers are often actively discouraged from complaining (Naylor, 2003) . Naylor (2003) estimates that fewer than 50 percent of complainants receive a reply from the company and those that do often view the organization's response as unsatisfactory. Similarly, Andreassen (2001) reports that only 30 percent of complaining customers are happy with the company's complaint handling efforts.
Role of Complaint Satisfaction
Customers who voice their concerns are effectively giving the company a second chance. This is the organization's opportunity to solve the problem such that costs (like negative word-ofmouth, switching behaviour providers and lost turnover), can be prevented or minimized (Stauss, 1999) . Research findings reveal that complaint satisfaction can prevent customers from switching to other providers, inhibit negative word-of-mouth communication and even encourage customers to engage in positive communication about the company (HennigThurau, 1999; Stauss, 1999) .
Complaint satisfaction is the result of a subjective evaluation process where customers compare expectations with perceptions. Customers should be satisfied if the experience exceeds expectations and dissatisfied if not; theory also suggests that they will be indifferent if their perceptions equal their expectations but one might argue that at the very least the relationship may be maintained in such a situation (Stauss, 2002) . Such customer expectations, and in particular desire expectations, have not been extensively researched and yet desire expectations are likely to be used as a way of evaluating recovery performance of companies (Yim et al., 2003) as well as being used as reference points for personal satisfaction judgments (Singh and Widing, 1991) . In addition, desire expectations are more stable and less dependent on the particular situation than other types of expectations (Zeithaml et al., 1993) .
This research investigates how customer contact employees should behave and which qualities they should possess (desire expectations) to deal with customer complaints effectively. Despite the publication of a number of studies since Best and Andreasen published their pioneering work in 1977, Kim et al. (2003) still believe that current understanding of complaint satisfaction is limited. They maintain that the literature on consumer complaints has predominantly concentrated on identifying variables that influence complaining behaviour such as the likelihood of successful redress (Singh, 1990) , attribution of blame (Folkes, 1984) or the customer's attitude toward complaining (Richins, 1982) . In a similar vein, authors such as Hocutt et al. (2006) , Holloway and Beatty (2003) and McCollough et al. (2000) argue that little is known about how customers evaluate recovery efforts and what the potential limits of recovery to convert dissatisfied customers into satisfied ones are. Winsted (2000) maintains that companies will only be able to deliver service encounters that will satisfy customers if they understand the critical contact employee behaviours from a customer's point of view.
The Role of Customer Contact Employees
Customer complaints are still most likely to be made in person to a contact employee, and so such employees play a crucial role in creating complaint satisfaction. This study suggests that in such face-to-face situations, the perception of the complaint handling encounter and the overall evaluation of the company's complaint resolution process will be largely influenced by the employee's response. Such interpersonal service situations offer the greatest opportunity for managing quality (Bearden et al., 1998) . Customer contact employees are vital in the recovery from failures (Bell and Luddington, 2006; Kau and Loh, 2006) and play an important role in creating complaint satisfaction. Hartline and Ferrell (1996) suggest that the behaviours and attitudes of customer contact employees primarily determine the customers' perceptions of service quality. Other studies indicate that the human interaction element is essential to determine whether service delivery will be deemed satisfactory (Chebat and Kollias, 2000) . Importantly, employees who are competent, able and willing to solve a problem can increase customers' service encounter satisfaction (Bitner et al., 1990) . Bitner et al. (1994) recognize that satisfaction is often affected by the nature of the interpersonal interaction between the customer and the contact employee. Similarly, Van Dolen et al. (2004) argue that for retail companies, frontline employees operate before during and after a purchase as the primary point of contact and are key to providing good service.
We suggest that once a company has recognised and understood complaining customers' expectations, then contact employees may be trained to manage their own behaviour so as to respond appropriately to their customers' underlying expectations. Such behaviour should have a positive impact on customer satisfaction (Botschen et al., 1999) . Given the current lack of knowledge concerning customer desire expectations (Pieters et al., 1998) and the dimensional structure of complaint satisfaction (Stauss, 1999) , an exploratory qualitative research study was conducted. The study aimed to identify the qualities and behaviours of customer contact employees most important for customers during personal complaint handling encounters. The research sought to develop a deeper understanding of the attributes (qualities and behaviours) of effective customer contact employees that complaining customers desire and to uncover the constructs that underlie these desire expectations.
The Laddering Technique
We used the laddering technique to reveal the attributes of effective customer contact employees that complaining customers desire. Laddering is generally employed to reveal the relationships which exist between the attributes of products, services or individuals ("means") , what consequences these attributes represent for the respondent, and the personal values or beliefs, which are strengthened or satisfied by the consequences ("end") (Reynolds and Gutman, 1988) . Attributes are the tangible and intangible characteristics of a product or service. Consequences are the reasons why a certain attribute is important to the consumer.
They are the psychological or physiological results that consumers think they can achieve by using the product or service (Gutman, 1982) . Values are the consumers' universal life goals and the most personal and general consequences individuals are striving for in their lives (Rokeach, 1973) . Consequences (mid level of abstraction) are more relevant to the self than attributes (low level of abstraction) and values (high level of abstraction) are more relevant to the self than personal consequences (Olson and Reynolds, 1983) . Effectively this describes a movement at increasingly higher levels of abstraction to desired ends, reflecting progress from the product to aspects of consumers' self concepts (Gutman, 1997) . Although predominately used for brand or product positioning issues (Gutman, 1982; Olson and Reynolds, 1983) , laddering has also been recently applied to research areas such as shopping behaviour (e.g. Wagner, 2007) , services marketing Voss et al., 2007) , and new product development (Reppel et al., 2006) .
Laddering usually involves personal semi-standardized in-depth interviews where the interviewer's probing questions are used to reveal attribute-consequence-value chains by taking the subject up a ladder of abstraction. The interviewer repeatedly questions why an attribute, a consequence, and a value is important to the respondent with the answer acting as the starting point for further questioning. Cognitive concepts gleaned during the laddering interviews are summarised in a graphical representation of a set of means-end chains known as a Hierarchical Value Map (HVM) (Gengler et al., 1995) . An HVM, which is the key outcome of a laddering study, consists of nodes representing the most important attributes/consequences/values (conceptual meanings) and lines, which indicate links between concepts.
The Kano Model of Customer Satisfaction
Recent customer satisfaction research suggests that attributes of products and services can be classified into three categories, must-be factors, one-dimensional factors and excitement factors, which all affect customer satisfaction and dissatisfaction differently (e.g. Anderson and Mittal, 2000; Nilsson-Witell and Fundin, 2005) . These originate from Kano's model (1984) categorising customer needs. The model allows researchers to gain a deeper understanding of customer preferences by analysing how they evaluate and perceive product or service attributes. Must-be factors are attributes that customers take for granted and do not increase customer satisfaction. If the product or service, however, does not meet expectations, then customers will be dissatisfied. One-dimensional factors are attributes for which the relationship between attribute performance and (dis)satisfaction is linear. The more (less) an attribute fulfils the requirements, the more (less) customers are satisfied. Excitement factors are attributes that make customers very satisfied or even delighted if products or services achieve these factors fully. Customers are, however, not dissatisfied if products or services do not meet these requirements.
For each attribute, respondents have to answer a question consisting of two parts: How do you feel if the feature is present? (functional form of the question) and how do you feel if the feature is not present? (dysfunctional form of the question) (Berger et al., 1993, p. 5 ). The questionnaire results can then be visualised in a chart that illustrates which attributes are must-be, one-dimensional, and excitement factors.
The Study
The aim of the present study is to conduct personal laddering interviews and Kano questionnaires to gain a valuable first insight into the attributes of effective customer contact employees that complaining customers desire. There were a number of reasons for our decision to use both research techniques. According to Bharadwaj and Menon (1997) and Lilja and Wiklund (2006) , the Kano model does not quantify the performance of the attributes and it also cannot explain why the chosen attributes are of importance to customers. The laddering technique addresses these issues by revealing the reasons why an attribute is important to customers and by displaying the frequency respondents mention a certain concept. The Kano model, however, shows which attributes have the strongest impact on customer (dis)satisfaction. This characteristic of the model is highly valuable for companies as it reveals which attributes add value and increase satisfaction and which attributes only meet minimum requirements (Matzler and Sauerwein, 2002) . Companies can then decide for which qualities and behaviours of contact employees they should design effective training programmes to improve employee performance and/or which qualities prospective job candidates for posts with complaint handling responsibilities should possess to handle complaints successfully. The results from laddering interviews alone do not provide managers with this important information.
In total, 40 laddering in-depth interviews were conducted with mature students in a business management course. The respondents who took part on a voluntary basis were all screened to ensure they had complaining experience. At the beginning of each laddering interview respondents were asked to talk about one of their complaining experiences. The idea behind this procedure was to show respondents that the interviewer was genuinely interested in their experiences and to accustom them to the complaining context. We then asked all 40 interviewees: "Given that a service or product failure has occurred, what qualities should customer contact employees possess and what behaviours should they exhibit to create complaint satisfaction during personal complaint handling encounters?" If respondents specified more than five to eight attributes or characteristics, we then asked them to rank the attributes in order of preference and we selected those attributes with the highest ratings as suggested by Reynolds and Gutman (1988) and Deeter-Schmelz et al. (2002) . This simple technique of direct questioning was sufficient to elicit salient contact employee attributes and characteristics. For the elicitation of attributes, we decided not to ask respondents to think of a specific industrial sector as we were interested in the behaviour and qualities of contact employees and Winsted (2000) discovered that the large majority of behaviours of service employees are the same across different service industries. The derived criteria were the starting point for the laddering probes to uncover the complete means-end structure.
Although several research findings indicate that product or service failure severity has an impact on service recovery/complaint handling encounter evaluations (e.g. Levesque and McDougall, 2000; Mattila, 2001) , we still decided not to distinguish between varying levels of service or product failure severity. As stated, we were particularly interested in the complaint handling process and Weun et al. (2004, p. 139) found that "the influence of the process of service recovery on post-recovery satisfaction is stable across varying levels of service failure severity". In particular, they discovered that the importance of interpersonal attributes such as friendliness and courtesy "is the same across both major and minor service failures" (Weun et al., 2004, p. 141) . McCollough et al. (2000) argue that the severity of a (service) failure is specific to the context and the individual. What one individual considers to be a low-harm failure can be a high-harm failure for another individual. Similarly, Mattila 
Results and Discussion
The resulting HVM detailing the findings from the personal laddering interviews is illustrated in figure one. It reveals a complex value map, although it only displays associations beyond cutoff level 4, meaning that linkages had to be mentioned by at least 4 respondents to be represented in the map. The size of the circles stands for the frequency respondents brought up a certain concept on this particular cutoff level. Thus, the most important attributes are the contact employees' friendliness, active listening skills ("Active Listening") and competence. Figure 1 Complaining customers want contact employees to be genuinely friendly, courteous, and honest; they need them to give the impression of being motivated and willing to help. Such empathy has been identified as an important factor in strengthening service satisfaction (Bearden et al., 1998) and so in a complaining situation it is also likely to be important. The authenticity of the contact employees helpfulness and friendliness is particularly important as respondents believed that they would notice if employees feign friendliness. The frequency with which such attributes were mentioned underlines the importance of employees having a complaint handling orientation. This orientation may be defined as the willingness and inclination to continuously improve complaint handling performance, to make efforts for their customers, and to try to meet customer needs throughout the relationship between the customer and contact employee. This definition is based on a review of existing constructs that are used in both practice and theory such as customer orientation (e.g. Williams and Attaway, 1996) , service orientation (e.g. Hogan et al., 1984) , customer service orientation (e.g. Alge et al., 2002) , and commitment to service (Peccei and Rosenthal, 1997) and emphasizes the need for deep organisational commitment and support for the customer contact person.
Take in
Complaining customers also wanted contact employees to be competent. If frontline employees are perceived as competent then customers believe they will deal appropriately with their problem and ultimately resolve it. Such competency requires them to be knowledgeable about the product or service and to have the authority to handle customer problems adequately (decision-making competence). Complaint handling competence is a resource that contact employees bring to the complaint handling encounter and that does not depend on the complaining customer's input during the encounter (Jaccard et al., 1989; Van Dolen et al., 2004) . In particular, respondents wanted employees to have sufficient product or service knowledge and prior experience to interact successfully with them. This reflects the work of Becker and Wellins (1990) who found that customers want employees to have both an understanding of the company's products and services as well as those policies and procedures that relate to customer service.
Customer contact employees also need to listen actively to the complaining customer. If employees listen actively, customers judge that the employee is taking them and their complaint seriously. The importance of "Active Listening" supports findings from the personal selling and sales management literature which suggests that an employee's listening behaviour plays an important role for personal interactions (e.g. De Ruyter and Wetzels, 2000; Ramsey and Sohi, 1997) . Contact employees who listen actively receive, process, and respond to messages in such a way that further communication is encouraged. Such individuals pay attention to both the speaker's verbal and nonverbal cues and they are also capable of providing both verbal and nonverbal feedback by using all their senses (Comer and Drollinger, 1999) .
The most frequently mentioned consequences were "Take Someone Seriously" and "Problem Solution" and respondents felt they were taken seriously if contact employees listened actively, solved the problem and were courteous, honest, and empathetic. As the width of the line in the HVM reveals, "Take Someone Seriously" is strongly associated with several values. Analysis of the value map also reveals that respondents needed their complaint to be taken seriously; an employee who is friendly and actively listens should help to support this. In addition, contact employees need to show effort ("Motivation"), to solve the problem and to compensate customers for the costs they have incurred ("Solution").
Several values relevant to this process such as, self-esteem, well-being, justice, satisfaction, and security, were raised and above all, respondents wanted fair treatment ("Justice"). The importance of fair treatment supports findings by Voorhees and Brady (2005) who suggest that companies should treat their customers fairly throughout the failed service encounter and not only during the recovery process. This requires organisations to recruit only individuals who are genuinely willing to help and to act on the behalf of their complaining customers. Respondents mentioned that a speedy complaint resolution ("Speed") would help them save time which would make them feel happy and in good hands ("Well-Being").
Before handling and eventually solving the problem, contact employees, however, should take sufficient time ("Take Time") to listen to what their complaining customer has to say.
Complaining customers also want to develop trust with contact employees so that they have certainty and are freed from doubt ("Security").
As mentioned, the elicited attributes from the laddering interviews were then used to develop a Kano questionnaire. We also included three more concepts "Apology", "Responsibility", and "Feedback" (marked as triangles in Figure 2 ) in the questionnaire that only a few respondents mentioned during the laddering interviews and which did not appear in the corresponding HVM due to the chosen cutoff level. As the definitions of the three concepts "Active Listening", "Competence", and "Solution" covered several different aspects, we had to break down each of these three concepts into two separate statements. The concept "Competence", for example, covers both employees' service (product) knowledge (COMPETENCE I) as well as their authority to handle customer problems adequately (COMPETENCE II).
The Kano map in figure 2 illustrates which employee attributes are must-have factors that customers take for granted, one-dimensional factors for which the relationship between attribute performance and (dis-)satisfaction is linear, and excitement factors that delight customers. The map reveals that the majority of employee attributes are one-dimensional factors, with courtesy having the strongest impact on satisfaction, followed by the two complaint solution attributes and employees' motivation. Figure 2 Employees have to be honest as customers are otherwise not surprisingly extremely dissatisfied. The map also shows that the contact employees' ability to listen carefully to what their customers are saying is the only must-be requirement. The fulfilment of this requirement does not increase customer satisfaction notably. However, if employees do not listen carefully, then customers will be very dissatisfied. Thus, while it may be argued that complainants take this employee attribute for granted it is a very important attribute to get right. The Kano map also shows that the two concepts "Apology" and "Respectful Treating" are close to being must-be criteria. Similarly, the employee's feedback after the complaint handling encounter, to identify whether the customer is satisfied with the resolution is almost an excitement factor that satisfies customers but that does not increase customer dissatisfaction if employees do not get back to their customers. These results reinforce the need for companies to recruit only individuals who are genuinely willing to help and to act on the behalf of their complaining customers. Companies should train employees in how to treat customers respectfully but above all employees must know how to listen carefully.

Conclusion
In the context of long term profitability, companies have to ensure that the management of relationships with dissatisfied customers and contact employees operates effectively.
Customer complaint satisfaction is a crucial area for managers and academics alike to focus upon and better understand, especially in the context of such long term profitability, and, the success of the company's relationships with customers and the management of employees.
Importantly, the voicing of concern indicates customers' willingness to maintain the relationship (Hirschman, 1970) and companies should make the most of getting a second chance as most dissatisfied customers do not complain and exit the service instead (Bodey and Grace, 2006) with some recounting their experiences to warn their friends and family (Lerman, 2006) . Companies who have not as yet understood this, urgently need a revolution in their thinking and management such that they no longer regard customer complaints as annoying. Companies must respect consumers' rights (East, 2000) and regard customer complaints as a valuable source of information for them to improve their services or products (McCole, 2004) . This exploratory study has provided an important insight into the desired behaviours and qualities of customer contact employees to create customer complaint satisfaction in face-toface complaint handling encounters. The laddering interviews have shown that above all complaining customers need to be taken seriously and respected as individuals. The fact that interpersonal factors such as friendliness, respectful treatment and listening skills are important, indicate that customers want to satisfy these basic process needs first and their expectations and consumption or complaint handling needs come second. This supports recent findings by Chebat et al. (2005) who also stress the importance of companies dealing with customer emotions first. The analysis of the Kano questionnaires revealed that complaining customers take the contact employee's ability to listen carefully to what they have to say during the complaint handling encounter for granted, indicating that its absence will have serious results for the company.
By applying two methods new to this context, the aim of this paper has been to develop an area of research and methodology that could reap considerable benefits for researchers interested in the area of customer complaint satisfaction. Expectations of complaint handling are likely to affect how customers evaluate a service firm as much as their expectations of the original service and it is therefore vital for the firm the firm to explore these (Burgers et al. 2000) . Research should also focus on the attributes of contact employees (excitement factors) that can create not only complaint satisfaction but even complaint delight so that companies, especially those in highly competitive markets, can stand out from the competition. 
